CHAPTER IX

IN the early spring, when the snow vanishes and the gras<
which had been buried under it during the winter begins
to dry, fires break out in the steppe. Flames driven by the
wind fly along in streams, greedily consuming the dry
foxtail grass, leaping over the lofty stalks of the thistle-
grass, slipping across the brown heads of the mugwort,
spreading out in the hollows. And afterward the acrid,
burning smell of charred and cracked earth hangs about
the steppe. All around, the young grass is showing merrily
green, innumerable skylarks are fluttering in the azure
heaven above, migrant geese are feeding on the nourishing
herbage and the bustards are settling for the summer and
building their nests. But wherever the steppe fires have
passed, the dead, charred earth blackens ominously. No
birds nest on it, the animals pass round it, and only the
wind, winged and swift, flies across it, carrying the dovegrey
ash and the dark, pungent dust far over the steppe.
Like the steppe scorched with fires, Gregorys Hfe also
turned black. He had been deprived of everything which
was dear to his heart. Pitiless death had taken everything
from him, had destroyed everything, Only the children
were left. But he himself still clung convulsively to the
earth, as though his broken life was in very deed of some
value to himself and others.
After burying Aksinia he wandered aimlessly about the
steppe for three days ; but he rode neither home nor to
Vieshenska to make his act of submission. On the fourth
day, abandoning the horses in one of the villages of the
Ust-Khopersk district, he crossed the Don and made his
way on foot to the Slashchevsky oak forest, on the fringe
of which the Fomin band had first been shattered in the
previous April. Even then, in April, he had heard that
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